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ABSTRACT

The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers (USACE), in partnership with the non-Federal sponsor (NFS),
the Louisiana Department of Transportation and Development (LaDOTD), propose construction
to deepen the existing Mississippi River Ship Channel (MRSC), Gulf to Baton Rouge, Louisiana,
project (sometimes referenced as the Baton Rouge, Louisiana to the Gulf of Mexico project).
Currently, the project provides deep draft navigation along the lower portion of the Mississippi
River from the Gulf of Mexico to the city of Baton Rouge, LA. Specifically, the MRSC allows for
deep draft access to the Louisiana ports of Plaguemines, New Orleans, South Louisiana, and Baton
Rouge. In 1985, the Supplemental Appropriations Act of 1985, Public Law 99-88 authorized the
deepening of the existing channel (with the exception of that portion of the channel within the
limits of the Port of New Orleans from its original depth of 40 feet (ft) to a depth of 55 ft in
accordance with the Report of the Chief of Engineers dated April 9, 1983, SUBJECT: “Mississippi
River Ship Channel, Gulf to Baton Rouge, Louisiana” (1983 Report). Construction of the channel
was planned in three phases. Among other things, the first phase deepened the channel to 45 ft
from the Gulf of Mexico to Donaldsonville, LA, and the second phase deepened the channel to 45
ft from Donaldsonville, LA to Baton Rouge, LA. The third phase planned to deepen the entire
channel from the Gulf to Baton Rouge, LA to 55 ft. At the time of this report, the third phase has
not been constructed.

The current depth of the MRSC results in the need for vessels such as bulk carriers and tankers to
light load to navigate the channel and reach the ports. This results in increased transportation cost.
High shoaling rates also result in an increase in sediment deposition, which creates maintenance
inefficiencies, and increases dredge cycles. There is an opportunity to reduce transportation costs
by increasing the channel depth and minimizing the need for light loading of vessels. There is also
the opportunity to increase efficiencies of operation and maintenance.

This integrated draft general reevaluation report (GRR) and supplemental environmental impact
statement (SEIS) was prepared in accordance with the requirements of the National Environmental
Policy Act (NEPA). The purpose of the reevaluation study and accompanying GRR and SEIS is
to evaluate alternative plans (including the no-action plan) to examine whether navigation
improvements to deepen the existing MRSC from the current depth of 45 ft up to a depth of 50 ft
are warranted and in the Federal. The report details the planning process by describing the existing
problems and opportunities, the development and evaluation of alternatives, and the selection of
the National Economic Development (NED) plan. Additionally, the report describes the
environmental resources in the project area; evaluates the potential adverse and beneficial direct,
indirect, and cumulative environmental effects of the alternative plans; and identifies avoidance,
minimization, and mitigation measures. The draft report concludes by identifying the Tentatively
Selected Plan (TSP) and a plan for implementing the TSP.
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The TSP for the next phase of construction is to deepen the MRSC to a depth of 50 ft in the lower
Mississippi from river mile (RM) 13.4, above head of passes (AHP), to RM 22, below head of
passes (BHP), and to deepen the three crossings, Richbend, Belmont, and Fairview located within
the Port of South Louisiana to a depth of 50 ft. This is also the NED plan, which maximizes net
benefits to the nation.

Upon completion of the public review period and consideration of all comments received from the
public, other agencies (both Federal and non-Federal), Agency Technical Review, and
Independent External Peer Review, the report will be finalized with incorporation of pertinent
comments.

Please send comments or questions on this draft report to the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, New
Orleans District, Attention: Sandra Stiles, P.O. Box 60267, New Orleans, LA 70160-0267, by e-
mail: MSRCAdmin@usace.army.mil or by Fax: (504) 862-1892. Please direct questions by
telephone: (504) 862-1583. Notice of Availability of this draft GRR and SEIS appeared in the
Federal Register (http://www.gpo.gov/fdsys/browse/collection.action?collectionCode=FR). An
electronic version of this GRR and SEIS can be found on the USACE New Orleans District website
at http://www.mvn.usace.army.mil/About/Mississippi-River-Ship-Channel/.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Description of Report: This report is an integrated draft general reevaluation report (GRR) and
supplemental environmental impact statement (SEIS). This report updates the 1981 feasibility
study and environmental impact statement (EIS) entitled “Deep-Draft Access to the Ports of New
Orleans and Baton Rouge, Louisiana” prepared for the Mississippi River Ship Channel (MRSC),
Gulf to Baton Rouge, LA, dated July 1981, and as approved by a Chief of Engineers Report dated
April 9 1983, SUBJECT: “Mississippi River Ship Channel, Gulf to Baton Rouge, Louisiana”
(1983 Chief’s Report). The GRR and SEIS describe the formulation and evaluation of alternatives
plans considered to address the navigation needs of the MRSC; economic and environmental
conditions and potential effects of the alternative plans; environmental mitigation; and project
costs and implementation information.

Description of Project: MRSC, Gulf to Baton Rouge, LA, project is a deep draft navigation
channel, providing deep draft navigation access to ports located along the Mississippi River in
Southeast Louisiana. The project area begins near Baton Rouge, Louisiana beginning at river mile
(RM) 232.4 Above Head of Passes (AHP) and extends to the Gulf of Mexico ending at RM 22
Below Head of Passes (BHP) (Figure ES-1). The channel services four of the top ten ports in the
United States: the Port of Greater Baton Rouge (Port of Baton Rouge), the Port of South Louisiana,
the Port of New Orleans, and the Plaguemines Port, Harbor and Terminal District (Port of
Plaquemines). The Port of South Louisiana is the largest port in the nation in terms of tonnage.
The non-Federal sponsor (NFS) is the Louisiana Department of Transportation and Development
(LaDOTD).

Problems and Need: The 1983 Chief’s Report identified the navigation problems resulting from
inadequate channel depths and widths to accommodate deep draft vessels. The 1983 Chief’s
Report identified the need for dry bulk carriers and tankers to light load in order to navigate the
channel and reach the ports along the Mississippi, “as smaller, obsolete vessels are replaced with
larger and more efficient ships, the percentage of light-loaded traffic will increase under the
existing channel dimensions. There is a need to achieve higher economic efficiencies and savings
in transportation costs by providing larger navigation channels to the Port of Baton Rouge and the
New Orleans.” That report serves as the basis for the 1985 authorization to deepen the channel
(with the exception of the portion of the channel within the Port of New Orleans which is limited
to a 40 ft depth) to 55 ft, and the implementation of the first and second phase of construction to
45 ft. The projection of future vessels and fleet size has continued to grow; therefore, the problems
and needs identified in the 1983 Chief’s Report still apply today.
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The current depths of the MRSC cannot fully accommodate shipping traffic resulting in ships light
loading. High shoaling rates result in an increase in sediment deposition, which creates
maintenance inefficiencies and more frequent dredge cycles.

The opportunities in the MRSC (mainly to benefit bulk vessels carrying grain and coal, tanker
vessels carrying liquid petroleum, and the expanding container ship industry) are: more efficient
navigation to reduce light loading; allow for easier maneuvering; and increase efficiencies of
operation and maintenance dredging intervals.

Purpose and Scope: The general reevaluation study will examine whether navigation
improvements to deepen the existing Federal project for the MRSC are warranted and in the
Federal interest. This will be accomplished by assessing existing and future conditions; evaluating
related problems and opportunities; developing potential alternatives and evaluating/comparing
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the costs, benefits, and feasibility of those alternatives; writing a supplemental environmental
impact statement; and identifying a recommended plan. Prior to proceeding with the next phase of
construction, a general reevaluation study and an accompanying GRR, and supplemental
environmental impact statement (SEIS) is required due to potential changed conditions and
assumptions related to the MRSC depth, economic development, and environmental assessments
since the 1983 Chief’s Report. The study will consider the effects of the alternative plans, including
the no action plan, on the natural system and human environment, including economic
development.

History, Authority, Prior Studies: The Feasibility Report titled Deep-Draft Access to the Ports
of New Orleans and Baton Rouge, Louisiana, dated July 1981 (1981 feasibility report) and
Environmental Impact Statement (EIS) recommended that the depth of the Mississippi River
navigation channel be increased from 40 ft to 55 ft from Baton Rouge, Louisiana to the Gulf of
Mexico, except within the limits of the New Orleans Harbor. The Report of the Chief of Engineers,
titled Mississippi River Ship Channel, Gulf to Baton Rouge, Louisiana, dated April 9, 1983 for the
project was signed and the project was authorized for construction by the 1985 Supplemental
Appropriations Act. At the time of the 1983 Chief’s Report and the 1985 authorization of the
project, the cost sharing requirements for the construction and operation, maintenance, repair,
rehabilitation and replacement (OMRR&R) of the project was not specified. Section 101 of the
Water Resources and Development Act (WRDA) of 1986 (PL 99-662) specified the cost sharing
for this and other similar projects. The cost sharing provisions of Section 101(b)1 of WRDA 1986
were amended by Section 2102(b)of the Water Resources Reform and Development Act of 2014,
Public Law 113-121.

During pre-construction planning of the authorized project, a sequence was developed that would
implement three construction phases to obtain the fully authorized project. Construction of Phase
I was completed in December of 1987 and, among other things, provided a depth of 45 ft from
Donaldsonville, LA, RM 181.0 AHP, to the Gulf of Mexico, at approximate RM 22 BHP. During
Phase | the Port of New Orleans was deepened to a depth of 35 ft up to 100 ft from the wharf.
Construction of Phase Il, completed in December 1994, provided a depth of 45 ft from
Donaldsonville, LA, (RM 181.0 AHP) to Baton Rouge and included dredging eight river crossings
to an equivalent depth, as well as other items of work. Phase 111, which has not been constructed
as of publication of this report, was originally defined as deepening of the MRSC from the Gulf to
Baton Rouge from a depth of 45 ft to a depth of 55 ft.

To proceed with the evaluation of alternatives, the general reevaluation of the current MRSC
project was initiated with the issuance of Federal funds, following execution of the Feasibility and
Cost Sharing Agreement (FCSA), signed on the 2" of April 2015 by USACE and LaDOTD, as
the NFS.
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Within the general reevaluation study at the request of the NFS, the alternative depths are limited
to a depth not to exceed 50 ft. If it is determined that deepening of the channel beyond its presently
constructed and maintained depth is justified and in the Federal interest, then the GRR will identify
and define the recommended plan for construction of Phase I1I of the project and will identify the
need for future construction phases required to achieve the fully authorized 55 ft channel depth.

Affected Environment: The study area, which is located in southeastern Louisiana, is the
Mississippi River corridor below Baton Rouge, LA, and the river’s major outlet to the Gulf of
Mexico, Southwest Pass. This 254.4 mile river corridor runs from RM 232.4, AHP, to RM 22,
BHP. The study area includes portions of Baton Rouge, Iberville, Ascension, St. James, St. John
the Baptist, St. Charles, Jefferson, Orleans, St. Bernard, and Plaquemines Parishes and other
communities and port facilities adjacent to the lower Mississippi River. Four of the nation’s top
10 ports for total tonnage occur within the study area combine for a total of 450 million tons
annually.

Land adjacent to the river from Venice, LA, to the Gulf of Mexico is included in the study/project
area as opportunities for beneficial use of dredge material to the extent that such beneficial use
may be accomplished within the Federal Standard. The Code for Federal Standard 33 CFR 335.7
defines the Federal Standard for dredge disposal material as “the alternative or alternatives
identified by the Corps which represent the least costly alternatives consistent with sound
engineering practices and meeting the environmental standards established by the 404(b)(1)
evaluation process or ocean dumping criteria.” Also included in the scope of the study, is the
municipal water supply for all of Plaguemines Parish (above RM 64), which is put at risk for
saltwater intrusion at the water intakes along the river during low water events.

Currently, the river is maintained to a depth of 48 ft Mean Lower Low Water (MLLW) for deep-
draft access from RM 22.0 BHP in the Gulf of Mexico to RM 13.4 AHP near Venice, LA.
MLLW is the average elevation of the lowest tide recorded at a tide station each day over a 19
year period. There are 11 regularly maintained river crossings between New Orleans, LA, and
Baton Rouge, LA. Crossings are maintained at 45 ft Low Water Reference Plane (LWRP) and
the material that is dredged is disposed of in deeper parts of the river just downstream from each
crossing.

The study area also includes 143,207 acres of previously NEPA cleared beneficial use disposal
areas from Venice, LA, to the Gulf of Mexico, where dredged material from operation and
maintenance of the Mississippi River is used to create coastal habitat to the extent allowable under
the Federal Standard in lieu of open water disposal. To date, the US Army Corps of Engineers
New Orleans District (CEMVN) has constructed over 14,819 acres of intermediate marsh in the
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lower delta from beneficial use of Dredge Material. The current study includes analyzing an
additional 24,054 acres for beneficial use placement within the Federal Standard.

Alternatives Considered: The development of the initial array of alternatives considered
alternatives that varied in both depth and width. The alternatives looked at deepening the channel
from the existing 45 ft depth to depths of 48 ft and 50 ft, and considered varying widths of the
channel between 500 ft and 750 ft. Through the screening process it was determined that the
existing channel widths were sufficient, and widening of the channel was not necessary at this
time. Therefore, the alternatives in the final array only considered changes in the channel depth.

For the purposes of this study and process of plan formulation and the evaluation of alternatives
the MRSC is divided into the following reaches:

The MRSC consists of three routinely dredged reaches to allow for navigation. The first reach is
located in the lower Mississippi River reach, and extends from RM 13.4 AHP to RM 22 BHP.
This reach includes the portion referred to as Southwest Pass which extends from RM 0 (Head of
Passes) to RM 22 BHP (Figure ES-2). This reach is located down river from the jurisdictional
limits of the Port of Plaquemines, which jurisdictional limits extend from RM 0 to RM 81.2 AHP.

The second reach, lies within the jurisdictional limits of the Port of New Orleans which extends
between RM 81.2 AHP and RM 114.9 AHP (Figure ES-1). This portion of the MRSC is in excess
of the authorized depth of 55 ft and does not require routine dredging. The New Orleans Harbor
is located within this reach and is maintained and dredged under operation and maintenance of the
MRSC. The Rivers and Harbor Act of 1962 included deepening portions of the Port of New
Orleans to a depth of 40 ft MLG. However the 1983 Chief’s Report and subsequent 1985
Supplemental Appropriations Act did not include authority to deepen the Port of New Orleans
beyond the previously authorized 40 ft. Therefore, evaluation of deepening of the Harbor is not
included in the alternatives.

The third reach is from RM 115 AHP to RM 232.4 AHP, immediately downstream of the US
Highway 190 Bridge in Baton Rouge. The reach consists of crossings (locations where the channel
crosses the river between bendways). Of the crossings, 12 require routine maintenance dredging.
Three crossings, Fairview, Belmont, and Richbend, lie within the footprint of the Port of South
Louisiana, which extends from RM 115 AHP to RM 168.3 AHP, and the remaining 9 crossings
are within the footprint the Port of Baton Rouge, which extends from RM 168.3 AHP to RM 232.4
AHP (Figure ES-3).
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The three reaches as described above are dredged annually to maintain deep draft navigation. The
portions of the river in between RM 13.4 AHP to RM 115 AHP, and in between the crossings
historically have depths in excess of 55 ft. Evaluation indicated this will remain the case through
the period of analysis. These reaches are not considered in the development and evaluation of
alternatives for this general reevaluation study. If future conditions result in changes in this
condition, an economic and environmental analysis and reassessment of the project will be needed.
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In the event the navigation industry indicates a need, hydrographic surveys may be required to
determine if shoaling will prevent safe passage of ships. However, this is not a routine scheduled
activity, and is only performed as needed. If the surveys indicate shoaling is limiting the channel
depth or width then dredging may be required, however dredging in these reaches has not been
required in the last 10 years.

Figure ES-3 Crossings

The final array of alternatives considered for deepening the MRSC considered a combination of
depths within these two reaches.

e Alternative 1 (No action/Future Without Project): The alternative considers a depth of
45 ft LWRP for the 12 actively maintained crossings and a depth of 48 ft MLLW in the
lower Mississippi from RM 13.4 AHP to RM 22 BHP

e Alternative 2: The alternative considers a depth of 48 ft LWRP for for the 12 actively
maintained crossings and a depth of 48 ft MLLW in Lower Mississippi River from RM
13.4 AHP to RM 22 BHP
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e Alternative 3: The alternative considers a depth of 50 ft LWRP for the 12 actively
maintained crossings and a depth of 50 ft MLLW in Lower Mississippi River from RM
13.4 AHP to RM 22 BHP

e Alternative 3a: This alternative considers a depth of 45 ft LWRP for the 12 actively
maintained crossings and a depth of 50 ft MLLW in the Lower Mississippi River from RM
13.4 AHP to RM 22 BHP;

e Alternative 3b: This alternative considers a depth of 48 ft LWRP for the 12 actively
maintained crossings and a depth of 50 ft MLLW in the Lower Mississippi River from RM
13.4 AHP to RM 22 BHP.

During the evaluation of the net excess benefits and benefit to cost ratio, it was recognized that
there were benefits to be gained by optimizing the final array of alternatives. Therefore the
following additional alternatives were considered during the plan formulation process:

e Alternative 2a: The alternative considers a depth of 48 ft LWRP for the 3 crossings located
within the footprint of the Port of South of Louisiana and a depth of 48 ft MLLW in the
Lower Mississippi River from RM 13.4 AHP to RM 22 BHP. The 9 crossings located
within the footprint of the Port of Baton Rouge would remain at 45 ft LWRP.

e Alternative 3c: The alternative considers a depth of 48 ft LWRP for the 3 crossings located
within the footprint of the Port of South of Louisiana and a depth of 50 ft MLLW in the
Lower Mississippi River from RM 13.4 AHP to RM 22 BHP. The 9 crossings located
within the footprint of the Port of Baton Rouge would remain at 45 ft LWRP.

e Alternative 3d: The alternative considers a depth of 50 ft LWRP for the 3 crossings located
within the footprint of the Port of South of Louisiana and a depth of 50 ft MLLW in the
Lower Mississippi River from RM 13.4 AHP to RM 22 BHP. The 9 crossings located
within the footprint of the Port of Baton Rouge would remain at 45 ft LWRP.

The National Economic Development (NED) Plan: Through the comparison of first
construction cost, the increase in annual incremental operations and maintenance cost, and the total
average benefits, the NED Plan was selected based on the alternative that provided the greatest net
excess benefits to the nation.

In comparing the alternatives as defined, it was recognized that there are benefits to be gained by
further dividing the reaches in the river based on the ports located along the MRSC. Therefore, the
net excess benefits were calculated for deepening through the Port of South Louisiana to a depth
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of 48 ft and 50 ft compared to deepening the full channel (through the Port of Baton Rouge) to
depths of 48 ft and 50 ft.

Based on this comparison of alternatives, the NED Plan is described below under the Tentatively
Selected Plan.

Environmental Consequences: The true nature of the environmental consequences cannot be
fully assessed at this time as the results of two hydraulics models and sediment (containment)
sampling are pending and coordination with the resource agencies is still ongoing. However, based
on the results of the 1D hydraulic model (Appendix C), and the benefits accrued from the beneficial
use of dredged material (Chapter 4), the project is expected to have net positive environmental
impacts. It is anticipated that through the efforts taken to avoid wetlands impacts and the beneficial
use of dredged material that functionally compensates for unavoidable remaining impacts, the
proposed project would not result in overall adverse cumulative impacts to the aquatic environment
and human environment in or near the project area. During construction of the Recommended
Plan, the beneficial use of dredged material into open water habitat within the Federal Standard is
anticipated to result in approximately 1462.5 acres [576.5 average annual habitat units (AAHUs)]
of intermediate marsh.

Tentatively Selected Plan (TSP): The Tentatively Selected Plan (TSP) for the next phase of
construction, is Alternative 3d . This alternative is to deepen the MRSC to a depth of 50 ft LWRP
for the 3 crossings located within the footprint of the Port of South of Louisiana and a depth of 50
ft MLLW in the Lower Mississippi River from RM 13.4 AHP to RM 22 BHP. The 9 crossings
located within the footprint of the Port of Baton Rouge would remain at 45 ft LWRP.
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